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C H A P T E R 8 

'Y'he V i r t u e s 

Aristot le 

Aristode (384-322 B.C.) may be the most influential thinker of all time. 
His theory of physics reigned for a thousand years; his system of logic 
was dominant until the 19l century; Charles Darwin called him "the 
greatest biologist of all time"; and his theory of ethics has many follow­
ers today. 

Aristode was born in Stagira in northern Greece and moved to 
Athens when he was 17. There he became a pupil of Plato. Aristotle 
left Athens after Plato's death in 347 B.C.; four years later, he became 
tutor to the young boy who was to become Alexander the Great. From 
334 B.C. until his death, Aristotle headed his own school in Athens. 

The following selection, from Books I and II of Aristotle's 
Nicomachean Ethics, discusses two central themes in his moral philoso­
phy: the nature of the good life, and what it means to be virtuous. 

But what is happiness? If we consider what the function of man is, we 
find that happiness is a virtuous activity of the soul 

But presumably to say that happiness is the supreme good seems a 
platitude, and some more distinctive account of it is still required. 
This might perhaps be achieved by grasping what is the function of 
man. If we take a flautist or a sculptor or any artist—or in general 
any class of men who have a specific function or activity—his good­
ness and proficiency is considered to lie in the performance of that 
function; and the same will be true of man, assuming that man has 

Excerpted from The Ethics of Aristotle, trans. J. A. K. Thomson (London: Penguin 
Books, 1976), bks. 1, 2, pp. 75-80, 84, 91-92, 94, 100-102. Reprinted by permission 
of Taylor 8c Francis Books UK. 
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64 THE RIGHT THING TO DO 

a function. But is it likely that whereas joiners and shoemakers have 
certain functions or activities, man as such has none, but has been left 
by nature a functionless being? Just as we can see that eye and hand 
and foot and every one of our members has some function, should we 
not assume that in like manner a human being has a function over 
and above these particular functions? What, then, can this possibly 
be? Clearly life is a thing shared also by plants, and we are looking 
for man's proper function; so we must exclude from our definition 
the life that consists in nutrition and growth. Next in order would 
be a sort of sentient life; but this too we see is shared by horses and 
cattle and animals of all kinds. There remains, then, a practical life of 
the rational part. (This has two aspects: one amenable to reason, the 
other possessing it and initiating thought.) As this life also has two 
meanings, we must lay down that we intend here life determined by 
activity, because this is accepted as the stricter sense. Now if the func­
tion of man is an activity of the soul in accordance with, or implying, 
a rational principle; and if we hold that the function of an individual 
and of a good individual of the same kind—e.g. of a harpist and of 
a good harpist, and so on generally—is generically the same, the lat-
ter's distinctive excellence being attached to the name of the function 
(because the function of the harpist is to play the harp, but that of the 
good harpist is to play it well); and if we assume that the function of 
man is a kind of life, viz., an activity or series of actions of the soul, 
implying a rational principle; and if the function of a good man is 
to perform these well and rightly; and if every function is performed 
well when performed in accordance with its proper excellence: if all 
this is so, the conclusion is that the good for man is an activity of soul 
in accordance with virtue, or if there are more kinds of virtue than 
one, in accordance with the best and most perfect kind. 

There is a further qualification: in a complete lifetime. One 
swallow does not make a summer; neither does one day. Similarly nei­
ther can one day, or a brief space of time, make a man blessed and 
happy. . . . 

Our view of happiness is supported by popular beliefs 

viii. We must examine our principle not only as reached logically, 
from a conclusion and premises, but also in the light of what is com­
monly said about it; because if a statement is true all the data are in 
harmony with it, while if it is false they soon reveal a discrepancy. 

Now goods have been classified under three heads, as (a) 
external, (b) of the soul, and (c) of the body. Of these we say that 
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goods of the soul are good in the strictest and fullest sense, and 
we rank actions and activities of soul as goods of the soul; so that 
according to this view, which is of long standing and accepted by 
philosophers, our definition will be correct. We are right, too, in 
saying that the end consists in certain actions or activities, because 
this puts it among goods of the soul and not among external goods. 
Our definition is also supported by the belief that the happy man 
lives and fares well; because what we have described is virtually a 
kind of good life or prosperity. Again, our definition seems to 
include all the required constituents of happiness; for some think 
that it is virtue, others prudence, and others wisdom; others that it is 
these, or one of these, with the addition of pleasure, or not in total 
separation from it; and others further include favourable external 
conditions. Some of these views are popular beliefs of long stand­
ing; others are those of a few distinguished men. It is reasonable to 
suppose that neither group is entirely mistaken, but is right in some 
respect, or even in most. 

Now our definition is in harmony with those who say that happi­
ness is virtue, or a particular virtue; because an activity in accordance 
with virtue implies virtue. But presumably it makes no little difference 
whether we think of the supreme good as consisting in the possession 
or in the exercise of virtue: in a state of mind or in an activity. For it is 
possible for the state to be present in a person without effecting any 
good result (e.g. if he is asleep or quiescent in some other way), but 
not for the activity: he will necessarily act, and act well. Just as at the 
Olympic Games it is not the best-looking or the strongest men pres­
ent that are crowned with wreaths, but the competitors (because it is 
from them that the winners come), so it is those who act that rightly 
win the honours and rewards in life. 

Moreover, the life of such people is in itself pleasant. For plea­
sure is an experience of the soul, and each individual finds pleasure 
in that of which he is said to be fond. For example, a horse gives 
pleasure to one who is fond of horses, and a spectacle to one who 
is fond of sight-seeing. In the same way just acts give pleasure to a 
lover of justice, and virtuous conduct generally to the lover of virtue. 
Now most people find that the things which give them pleasure con­
flict, because they are not pleasant by nature; but lovers of beauty find 
pleasure in things that are pleasant by nature, and virtuous actions 
are of this kind, so that they are pleasant not only to this type of per­
son but also in themselves. So their life does not need to have plea­
sure attached to it as a sort of accessory, but contains its own pleasure 
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in itself. Indeed, we may go further and assert that anyone who does 
not delight in fine actions is not even a good man; for nobody would 
say that a man is just unless he enjoys acting justly, nor liberal unless 
he enjoys liberal actions, and similarly in all the other cases. If this is 
so, virtuous actions must be pleasurable in themselves. What is more, 
they are both good and fine, and each in the highest degree, assum­
ing that the good man is right in his judgement of them; and his 
judgement is as we have described. So happiness is the best, the fin­
est, the most pleasurable thing of all; and these qualities are not sepa­
rated as the inscription at Delos suggests: 

Justice is loveliest, and health is best, 
But sweetest to obtain is heart's desire. 

All these attributes belong to the best activities; and it is these, or the 
one that is best of them, that we identify with happiness. 

Nevertheless it seems clear that happiness needs the addition of 
external goods, as we have said; for it is difficult if not impossible to 
do fine deeds without any resources. Many can only be done by the 
help of friends, or wealth, or political influence. There are also cer­
tain advantages, such as good ancestry or good children, or personal 
beauty, the lack of which mars our felicity; for a man is scarcely happy 
if he is very ugly to look at, or of low birth, or solitary and childless; 
and presumably even less so if he has children or friends who are 
quite worthless, or if he had good ones who are now dead. So, as we 
said, happiness seems to require this sort of prosperity too; which is 
why some identify it with good fortune, although others identify it 
with virtue. . . . 

We are now in a position to define the happy man as "one who 
is active in accordance with complete virtue, and who is adequately 
furnished with external goods, and that not for some unspecified 
period but throughout a complete life." And probably we should add 
"destined both to live in this way and to die accordingly"; because the 
future is obscure to us, and happiness we maintain to be an end in 
every way utterly final and complete. . . . 

Moral virtues, like crafts, are acquired by practice and habituation 

i. Virtue, then, is of two kinds, intellectual and moral. Intellectual vir­
tue owes both its inception and its growth chiefly to instruction, and 
for this very reason needs time and experience. Moral goodness, on 
the other hand, is the result of habit, from which it has actually got its 
name, being a slight modification of the word ethos. This fact makes it 
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obvious that none of the moral virtues is engendered in us by nature, 
since nothing that is what it is by nature can be made to behave dif­
ferently by habituation. For instance, a stone, which has a natural ten­
dency downwards, cannot be habituated to rise, however often you 
try to train it by throwing it into the air; nor can you train fire to burn 
downwards; nor can anything else that has any other natural tendency 
be trained to depart from it. The moral virtues, then, are engendered 
in us neither by nor contrary to nature; we are constituted by nature to 
receive them, but their full development in us is due to habit. 

Again, of all those faculties with which nature endows us we 
first acquire the potentialities, and only later effect their actual­
ization. (This is evident in the case of the senses. It was not from 
repeated acts of seeing or hearing that we acquired the senses but 
the other way round: we had these senses before we used them; we 
did not acquire them as the result of using them.) But the virtues we 
do acquire by first exercising them, just as happens in the arts. Any­
thing that we have to learn to do we learn by the actual doing of it: 
people become builders by building and instrumentalists by playing 
instruments. Similarly we become just by performing just acts, tem­
perate by performing temperate ones, brave by performing brave 
ones. This view is supported by what happens in city-states. Legisla­
tors make their citizens good by habituation; this is the intention of 
every legislator, and those who do not carry it out fail of their object. 
This is what makes the difference between a good constitution and 
a bad one. 

Again, the causes or means that bring about any form of excel­
lence are the same as those that destroy it, and similarly with art; for 
it is as a result of playing the harp that people become good and bad 
harpists. The same principle applies to builders and all other crafts­
men. Men will become good builders as a result of building well, and 
bad ones as a result of building badly. Otherwise there would be no 
need of anyone to teach them: they would all be born either good 
or bad. Now this holds good also of the virtues. It is the way that we 
behave in our dealings with other people that makes us just or unjust, 
and the way that we behave in the face of danger, accustoming our­
selves to be timid or confident, that makes us brave or cowardly. Simi­
larly with situations involving desires and angry feelings: some people 
become temperate and patient from one kind of conduct in such situ­
ations, others licentious and choleric from another. In a word, then, 
like activities produce like dispositions. Hence we must give our activi­
ties a certain quality, because it is their characteristics that determine 
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the resulting dispositions. So it is a matter of no little importance 
what sort of habits we form from the earliest age—it makes a vast dif­
ference, or rather all the difference in the world. . . . 

A cardinal rule: right conduct is incompatible with excess 
or deficiency in feelings and actions 

First, then, we must consider this fact: that it is in the nature of moral 
qualities that they are destroyed by deficiency and excess, just as we 
can see (since we have to use the evidence of visible facts to throw light 
on those that are invisible) in the case of bodily health and strength. 
For both excessive and insufficient exercise destroy one's strength, 
and both eating and drinking too much or too little destroy health, 
whereas the right quantity produces, increases and preserves it. So it 
is the same with temperance, courage and the other virtues. The man 
who shuns and fears everything and stands up to nothing becomes 
a coward; the man who is afraid of nothing at all, but marches up to 
every danger, becomes foolhardy. Similarly the man who indulges in 
every pleasure and refrains from none becomes licentious; but if a 
man behaves like a boor and turns his back on every pleasure, he is a 
case of insensibility. Thus temperance and courage are destroyed by 
excess and deficiency and preserved by the mean. . . . 

If, then, every science performs its function well only when it 
observes the mean and refers its products to it (which is why it is cus­
tomary to say of well-executed works that nothing can be added to them 
or taken away, the implication being that excess and deficiency alike 
destroy perfection, while the mean preserves it)—if good craftsmen, as 
we hold, work with the mean in view; and if virtue, like nature, is more 
exact and more efficient than any art, it follows that virtue aims to hit 
the mean. By virtue I mean moral virtue since it is this that is concerned 
with feelings and actions, and these involve excess, deficiency and a 
mean. It is possible, for example, to feel fear, confidence, desire, anger, 
pity, and pleasure and pain generally, too much or too little; and both 
of these are wrong. But to have these feelings at the right times on the 
right grounds towards the right people for the right motive and in the 
right way is to feel them to an intermediate, that is to the best, degree; 
and this is the mark of virtue. Similarly there are excess and deficiency 
and a mean in the case of actions. But it is in the field of actions and 
feelings that virtue operates; and in them excess and deficiency are 
failings, whereas the mean is praised and recognized as a success: and 
these are both marks of virtue. Virtue, then, is a mean condition, inas­
much as it aims at hitting the mean. 
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Again, failure is possible in many ways (for evil, as the Pythag­
oreans represented it, is a form of the Unlimited, and good of the 
Limited), but success is only possible in one way. That is why the one 
is easy and the other difficult; it is easy to miss the target and diffi­
cult to hit it. Here, then, is another reason why excess and deficiency 
fall under evil, and the mean state under good: 

For men are bad in countless ways, but good in only one. 

A provisional definition of virtue 

So virtue is a purposive disposition, lying in a mean that is relative to 
us and determined by a rational principle, and by that which a pru­
dent man would use to determine it. It is a mean between two kinds 
of vice, one of excess and the other of deficiency; and also for this rea­
son, that whereas these vices fall short of or exceed the right measure 
in both feelings and actions, virtue discovers the mean and chooses 
it. Thus from the point of view of its essence and the definition of its 
real nature, virtue is a mean; but in respect of what is right and best, 
it is an extreme. 


